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House as Visual Filter
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What comes 1o focus in recent discussions
of Korean architecture are the newly developed private
housings in the new city of llsan. They are now the objects
of the architect 's various experiments on this building type,
and popular among people since many provide locations
for TV dramas and sitcoms. An actual visit to llsan,
however, is not such a satisfying experience. Rather
presenting the looks of a fragmented American landscape
consisting of wooden houses, it is a display of
uncompromising variety of architectural styles. Unlike the
IBA plan of Berlin, which, for the purpose of redeveloping a
decaying region, invited international architects to participate
in a demonstration of new ideas on space and living styles
of housing, the houses of lisan merely reflects the recent
inclination of Seoul s middle class towards private
housings.

We often mention ourselves as a nation
proudly inheriting our unique culture that sums up the
history of 5,000 years, but as we look into conternporary
circumstances, these words do not seem to ring true. The
flooding consumption of Armani’s oval shaped glasses,
the Eastpack backpacks and the lisan exotic housings all
seem to be signs of our cultural dependence on foreign
trends.

But among these madding crowd we still
find architects striving to present his/her will to form, and
one of them is arguably Song Kwang-sub of Hwan
Architects, who recently completed his housing work in
Janghang-dong 822 of lisan.

It may be politically wrong to call an
architect an housing expert. Actually, Song has a number

Lt ke MERSOIA BT M 7
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of works that are not private housings, such as the
headquarters for the Institution of Korean Registered
Architects, the office for Bando Fashion Co., and the
Sarang Kindergarten. But his works includes the number of
housings which far exceeds that of other architects, and,
over the last years, he has reminded us of this fact through
many architectural magazines. Before the discussion on his
Janghang 822 work, let s take a quick look back on his
previous housings. His housing works before the 90s
showed the unique composition of plan placing the
staircase in the center and thus zoning its spaces, and also
the continuous use of traditional materials and forms such
as bricks and slanted roofs. The Hwasung B House of the
late 80s marks a transition of style, with its waving roof
suggesting the shape of traditional thatched houses and
other new trials on the space s arrangement, shape and
material. As many of his housings are in llsan, a visit to the
city gave many chances of encountering his works, for
instance, the llsan House 37 and the lisan Maru 949. These
two housings, placed nearby each other following a
diagonal line, display similar features: the arrangement of
spaces considering the traditional spatial unit of chae; the
slanting of a part of the exterior walls; and following the
code of llsan region, preventing the use of physical
boundaries of traditional fences, or dams. To secure
privacy, the dining room of Maru 949 has a window not on
the wall but on the ceiling, inviting natural sunlight into the
interior space.

The private houses of llsan are quite
different from the typical housings in other cities. The code
that discourages the use of dam is a crucial factor that
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marks their differencei: here the exterior walls are the
boundary of both interior-exterior spaces and each
dwellings. The overall environment seeks an atmosphere
of an idyllic housing, which provides the background for
our investigation on Janghang 822.

The diagram of the plan that | received
from the architect by fax had a rather unexpected shape: it
seemed quite different from his previous designs, rather
chaotic with variations on a circular form. This was later
proven as a result of my preconception oriented towards
geometrical forms, which was more than shattered on my
actual visit to the building.

Seen from the south-west, the contrast
between the curving and rectangular volumes in the inner
garden provided a striking impression. The view from the
main entrance displayed the waving wall finished with red
bricks, whereas the north-west elevation showed the use of
opaque glasses for visual privacy. These all suggested that
the architect has approached this project from a totally new
stance, which in some reason reminded me of the
expression Tilter as a device for privacy.”

In the llsan city, where, as mentioned
before, the regional code prevents the use of dam as
boundary of each housing, there is some anxiety of the
occupants on their living privacy, which ultimately affects
the design of the architect.

Looking into Janghang 822, what came to
mind was the beginning of the architect s own description:
“a comer in a three way street from a new city.” A street
corner facing an 8-meter-wide road with an irregular
shape, open to three sides, must have stimulated the
architect, whose solution was to created an order with a
center-oriented circular layout(This method has already
been exploited in the architect’'s Nonhyun L House). Its
exposure to three sides was dealt with the wire meshed
wall, enabling vines to grow and create a screen, the wire-
inserted window on the north-west side, the structure
made of punched metal on the main entrance, and the
pine trees in between the main bedroom and the kitchen.
These protect the interior spaces from the gaze of the
street, and direct its own inner gaze in a introspective way.

Apart from this device of ‘the filter , this
work presents various changes in its visual structure to
provide a wide range of spatial experiences. The staircases
focated in the interior and exterior spaces are not only for
vertical circulations but an object inducing variety in visual
expression, which is further enhanced by its gradual
change in width.

This house, like Song's previous works
built before the 90s, has the staircase at the center of the
interior space, thus zoning its plan composition. But its
method shows a difference: whereas the earlier examples
display the use of the staircase quite exclusive to the
outside, here it is open to it and uses it as an object of visual
changes. The free standing wall controls the physical
dimensions of the whole composition, and simultaneously
acts as a visual frame that arranges the view from the
second floor 's balcony.

The overall layout seems to be structured
of a single volume, but as we can see in the open space

between the main bedroom and the kitchen, and in the
exclusion of rises in the stairs that opens the entering
person's view to the garden, the method of articulating
chae in the inner spaces still remains.

The regional architectural style of lisan has
come in harmony with the spatial experience of Korean
traditional housings alternating between opening and
closing, and created this subtle but effective piece of work.

There is a small carved out stone just
outside the house s entrance, where we can see goldfishes
swimming. It seermed to be enjoying the silence from the
urban life, and at the same time symbolized a healthy
dialogue with nature.

The window of the basement s study
looking out to the slanted garden, the layout of windows to
create a head wind, the window of the second floor s
bedroom opening up to the sky, and the joyful use of
dripping waters from the flume show that the architect s
various creative devices are at play as a whole.

But as we can see in his other housings of
the lisan area, the use of the client does not always
correspond to the architect s intentions, so this should have
been more an important factor in the design, especially in
the living room and the studly.

Nevertheless, this work is a tour de force
synthesizing Song s past efforts. May these trials add to
reach the architect s continuous endeavor to establish his
own identity.
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